BACKGROUND
England was one of the first countries in Europe to introduce agri-environment schemes and was certainly the first to do so in upland areas. Defra does not have a clear definition of 'uplands' but uses the boundary of the Less Favoured Areas (LFAs) which encompasses upland agricultural systems.
The designation criteria for English LFAs include land that has poor climate, soil or topographic conditions, low average agricultural incomes and low population densities. It is usually, but not always, upland in nature. The LFA contains two designated land types, disadvantaged land (DA) and severely disadvantaged land (SDA). The SDA covers 1.7 million of the total 2.2 million ha. Its boundaries were drawn in the 1960s, before Britain's membership of the EU and the advent of LFAs. Known as the 'Hill Cow Line' it denoted the area within which financial support was provided to hill farmers. It therefore better reflects upland environments and, for the purposes of this article, is the boundary used to define the uplands and the agri-environment schemes that were developed for hill-farming systems.
DEVELOPMENT OF AGRI-ENVIRONMENT SCHEMES
The first agri-environment schemes in the UK were launched in England between 1987 and 1988. There were ten pilots in newly designated Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESAs), two of which were in the Pennines, namely the Pennine Dales and North Peak (District) ESAs.
The designation criteria for ESAs are set out in section 18 of the 1986 Agriculture Act. They are based on where it is 'particularly desirable' to conserve and enhance the natural beauty, flora or fauna or geological or physiographical features of an area, and to protect buildings and other objects of archaeological, architectural or historic interest. Also, the maintenance or adoption of particular agricultural methods in these areas is likely to facilitate such conservation.
The ESA designation and schemes were therefore targeted at agricultural land management practices. At that time, by far the greatest threat to the features mentioned above was from agricultural intensification. In the context of upland farming this generally took the form of increased numbers of grazing cattle and sheep. In places, traditional upland farming systems were being lost, leading to detrimental changes in the wildlife value, landscape and historic environment. Examples of such changes include:
• The intensification of inbye grassland production leading to a loss of plant, bird and invertebrate species diversity, particularly in hay meadows;
• Lack of maintenance of drystone walls, hedgerows and farm buildings, especially those with limited agricultural use;
• The overgrazing of upland heaths and rough grassland, leading to reduced plant and animal diversity.
In 1987, agri-environment schemes were an entirely new concept to the farming community. Up to that time, government intervention in agriculture had been based on encouraging agricultural production, with little thought for the wider environmental implications. For many farmers, the offer of financial incentives to cut back, or reverse production-orientated practices was a difficult concept to grasp. Rather than enhancing environmental value, the pilot schemes therefore were more geared to slowing down intensification and maintaining the surviving environmental value of the farmland. It would be fair to say that, particularly for wildlife, there was also little knowledge about how to recover value other than by 'reversing' the processes that had led to the loss.
After initial farmer reluctance in some ESAs, uptake of the schemes in the uplands was high and the pilots were judged a success. The Pennine Dales and North Peak ESAs had uptake levels of 73% and 88% of eligible land, respectively. Environmental and socio-economic monitoring programmes were established during the first years of the scheme, and continue to this day. The results from the first 4 years of the two upland schemes showed little or no significant change in the wildlife value, but measurable, positive change in elements of the landscape and a positive effect on both farm incomes and landscape-related contractor services, such as drystone walling and builders.
On the basis of these findings, and the incorporation of agri-environment schemes in the McSharry reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy, the pilots were revised and re-launched as 10-year schemes in 1992-93. In the following 2 years, twelve further ESAs were launched, five of which were in the SDA. The seven upland ESA schemes cover 33% of the SDA. There are notable areas, such as the North York Moors and northern Pennine moors, that are not designated. The main reason for this was that, with limited budgets, there had to be prioritisation based on need. The areas selected were those considered to be most under pressure from changes in agricultural practices.
All the upland ESAs were 'whole farm schemes', which means that all the farm land within the ESA boundary had to enter the scheme. This ensured that no one part of the farm could receive environmental benefit at the expense of somewhere else on the farm. For example, livestock reduction on moorland was one of the main objectives for most of these schemes. Animals removed from the moorland could not then be transferred to pastures if this would result in environmental damage. Neither could that pasture receive increased fertiliser inputs to raise its productivity. The revised and new schemes were more sophisticated than the pilots in that they offered a wider range of options and different tiers of payment, dependent on the level of environmental management a farmer was willing to undertake. Payments for more direct intervention for environmental enhancement were included, alongside the maintenance payments. Capital grants for improving 'environmental infrastructure' such as repairing field barns and rebuilding derelict walls have proved very popular. Table 1 illustrates the uptake of the upland ESA schemes.
With the success of ESAs came the demand for such a scheme to be available across all of England, rather than just designated areas. The Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) did just this. It was designed and run as a pilot between 1991 and 1996 by the then Countryside Commission. The scheme differed from ESAs as it was designed specifically to buy environmental change. It had the additional objective of improving opportunities for enjoyment of the countryside, mainly through increased public access to land. This objective was also added to the ESA schemes. In 1995-96 the scheme was reviewed, revised and re-launched as a 10-year At first, the scheme had limited impact in the uplands and it was realised that it did not address some of the environmental needs. Additional upland options were added in 1999 and, since then, uptake of the scheme in the SDA has grown significantly, delivering environmental outcomes outside the ESAs. By April 2006 there were 6440 CSS agreements in the SDA covering 208,500 ha. The average area of upland CSS agreements is about half that of ESA agreements (32 ha cf. 78 ha). One reason for this is that, unlike ESAs, CSS agreements do not need to be whole farm.
RECENT AGRI-ENVIRONMENT SCHEME INITIATIVES
In late December 2002, the government published its Strategy for Sustainable Farming and Food (Cabinet Office 2002) in response to the Policy Commission report, Future of Farming and Food (Defra 2002) . Amongst many recommendations was that the CSS and ESA schemes should be merged into one scheme, building on the best features of both. Also, that a broad and shallow scheme should be developed, which would be available to as many farmers as possible. From this, the Environmental Stewardship Scheme (ESS) was developed and launched in January, 2005. With its broad and shallow Entry Level (ELS) and Organic Entry Level (OELS) Schemes and the narrower and deeper Higher Level Scheme (HLS), ESS has considerably more objectives than the original schemes.
Objectives of the Entry Level /Organic Entry Level Scheme
• To improve water quality and reduce soil erosion;
• To improve conditions for farmland wildlife;
• To maintain and enhance landscape character; • To protect the historic environment. • Promotion of public access and understanding of the countryside. There are two secondary objectives where spin-off benefits are sought from management designed to achieve the five primary objectives. These are:
Objectives of the Higher Level Scheme
• Flood management; • Conservation of genetic resources.
All schemes have specific options for the upland environment as well as options that are applicable elsewhere. The emphasis of HLS is on the environmental output. Most management prescriptions can be adapted to achieve the desired outcomes on the individual land parcel. Agreement holders are given a set of 'indicators of success' which they must try and achieve for the land in question. These indicators describe the condition of the feature in question in layman's terms, e.g. height of grass sward, flowering of cotton grass. The ESA and CSS (classic schemes) are now closed for new applications and renewals.
MEASURING SUCCESS
In terms of uptake, agri-environment schemes in the uplands can be considered a success. Around 39% of SDA land, and probably about 50% of the land eligible, is under agri-environment agreement, most of it in classic or HLS management (Table 2) .
Scheme uptake does not necessarily mean that all land under agreement is achieving the environmental objectives set, especially in terms of enhancement. The environmental monitoring and research and development programmes associated with the schemes have shown that environmental change can be very slow, often with periods of years with no change followed by small but significant step changes. Sites under the same or very similar Table 3 illustrates the estimated areas of important wildlife habitats under agri-environment agreement.
Positive changes in elements of the landscape, and conservation of the historic environment have been more easily recorded. For example, the first 10 years of the Lake District ESA, saw the renovation of 200 km of drystone walling, 250 km of hedgerows and 1000 traditional farm buildings. Around £10 million goes into the Lake District farming economy annually through agri-environment scheme payments.
Good progress has been made in securing agreements on common land. Around 83% of England's common land lies within the SDA and much is of high environmental value. About 55% of this common land is under agri-environment agreement. Some of these agreements can take over a year to negotiate with numbers of active commoners varying between two and over 90. Table 4 illustrates the areas of common land under agreement in each region with SDA.
VALUE FOR MONEY
Do agri-environment schemes work? Are they good value for money? In terms of environmental outcomes, they have been very successful in stopping or limiting further degradation, protecting the historic environment and enhancing landscape. There has been moderate success in providing public access. Improvements of habitat quality are probably not as good as first expected, and the new ESS is designed to address the shortcomings of the classic schemes.
Delivery of outcomes is much better when there is regular contact between the Defra adviser and the agreement holder. Progress in achieving outcomes is then monitored and management adjusted accordingly. Agreements that are not visited from one year to the next have less chance of success. There is obviously a resource issue with this approach and targeted agri-environment schemes have relatively high running costs. However, in the long run, investment in appropriate staff resources delivers the environmental returns that are sometimes lacking if agreements are not visited regularly.
The best value for money is usually from agreements that maintain features of high environmental value. It is usually far easier in terms of both cost and technical know-how to maintain a habitat or building in good condition than it is to restore it. This is one of the most important lessons learned
